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Rethinking the Colonial Encounter with Bakhtin (and contra Foucault) 
 
Cultural historians of colonised societies have shone an important and revealing light 
on hitherto neglected aspects of repression and domination by employing the ideas of 
Edward Said in conjunction with those of Michel Foucault. In the 1980s, however, 
postcolonial studies became a budget holding discipline, and its central categories 
have since EHFRPHZKDWSKLORVRSKHURIVFLHQFH7KRPDV.XKQFDOOHGµQRUPDOVFLHQFH¶
in the humanities. Combining selected LGHDVGHYHORSHGLQ6DLG¶V Orientalism 
with )RXFDXOW¶Vunder-theorised and inflated, if subtle, ambiguous and shifting ideas 
about discourse,1 OHGWRDKDUGHQHGFRQFHSWLRQFDOOHGµRULHQWDOLVW¶RUµFRORQLDO
GLVFRXUVH¶WKDWLVQRZPRUHRIWHQDVVXPHGWKDQLQWHUURJDWHGSuch interrogations are, 
however, one of the main missions of this journal (Shi-xu 2016). French structuralism 
with its focus on binDU\RSSRVLWLRQVDQG$OWKXVVHU¶VFRQIODWLRQRIVXFKVWUXFWXUHVZLWK
LQHVFDSDEOHIRUPVRILGHRORJ\KHUHPHHWV1LHW]VFKH¶VµZLOOWRSRZHU¶ZKLFKLV
allegedly everywhere and inescapable. The closed circle of a putative orientalist 
discourse that dates back to the Enlightenment and beyond, structured around a series 
of binary oppositions: the rational, democratic and progressive West versus a mystical 
or religious, despotic and stagnant East, is a clear example of where this notion leads. 
History becomes a relentless monologue, with all individual utterances among those 
operating within the western episteme ultimately succumbing to these 
institutionalized discursive forms. Complex cultural phenomena EHFRPHµSUREOHPV¶
WREHµVROYHG¶, by revealing the effects of this µGLVFRXUVH¶RQDVXSSRVHGO\ organic, if 
hierarchical, pre-colonial culture (Kaiwar 2014: 109-10). )RXFDXOW¶Vcritique of 
Enlightenment reason as a discourse of µSRZHU-NQRZOHGJH¶ here merges with a pre-
modern romanticism that is, ironically enough, often derived from colonial philology.  
 
The historically specific, but exploitative and contradictory aspects of pre-colonial 
societies and the ideological struggles that characterized their cultural spheres are 
inevitably obscured by such conceptions. For instance, materialist, Buddhist and 
shramanic critiques of, and opposition to, pre-colonial brahman ideological 
domination in what is now India, and its continuing relevance in the colonial period, 
is de-emphasised in post-colonial writings to an extent comparable with the European 
philologist construction of a shared Indo-European heritage. Laudable though the 
SRVWFRORQLDODWWHPSWWRµSURYLQFLDOL]H(XURSH¶&KDNUDEDUW\PD\EHWKH
complex and internally differentiated field of encounters between philologists, 
colonial administrators, brahmans and shudras is replaced by an encounter between 
closed circles of discourse. This is surely ironic that while counterhegemonic thought 
and practices, and subaltern visions of a classless and casteless future were common 
both in the µ:HVW¶and µ(DVW¶, they seem to count for little in a field of self-proclaimed 
µVXEDOWHUQVWXGLHV¶ (by contrast see Omvedt 2008).  
 
7KHFXUUHQWDUWLFOHGLVFXVVHVWKH6RYLHWRULJLQVRIWKLVLGHDRIDFORVHGµRULHntalist 
GLVFRXUVH¶ZKLFKKDVrarely been acknowledged, even though its general conception 
has become widely accepted in postcolonial studies. We also consider alternative 
approaches that emerged in the USSR in the 1920s, especially among members of the 
so-called Bakhtin Circle, and it is argued that, suitably developed and modified, they 
may help to move the study of the colonial encounter beyond its current limitations. 
                                                        
1
 On the history of this combination see Burke and Prochaska 2007; on the inflated and undertheorised 
DVSHFWVRI)RXFDXOW¶VQRWLRQRIGLVFRXUVHVHH1RUULV 
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In the final section we briefly consider the emergence of colonial philology in British 
India to illustrate the inadequacy of considering this simply as an encounter between 
an organically unified pre-colonial society and a unitary discourse of Western 
orientalism. Unbundling power and knowledge and considering their shifting 
interrelations, and paying particular attention to the dialogic relations between distinct 
groups of European and indigenous intellectuals in conditions of colonial domination, 
adds new dimensions to the study of the colonial encounter. It also provides means for 
a more effectively critical engagement with the continuing heritage of colonial 
preconceptions in scholarship today. 
 
Words and logos 
 
While postcolonial theorists have tended to assume a harmony between 6DLG¶V 
Orientalism and the Foucauldian notion of discourse, there is, in reality, considerable 
dissonance. While in his 1978 book Orientalism 6DLGGRHVLQGHHGHPSOR\)RXFDXOW¶V
notion of discourse in his discussion of WKH:HVW¶VSURGXFWLRQRINQRZOHGJHDERXWWKH
East, 6DLGZDVHPSKDWLFDOO\DKXPDQLVWWKLQNHUDQGµ2ULHQWDOLVP¶DQHFOHFWLF
construction (see especially Brennan 2006). While assimilating Foucauldian 
terminology, Said articulated VHULRXVUHVHUYDWLRQVDERXW)RXFDXOW¶VDSSURDFKwhich 
were largely forgotten, or simply ignored, by subsequent postcolonialists. Most 
importantly he FRQGHPQHG)RXFDXOW¶VµIODZHGDWWLWXGHWRSRZHU>ZKLFK@GHULYHVIURP
KLVLQVXIILFLHQWO\GHYHORSHGDWWHQWLRQWRWKHSUREOHPRIKLVWRULFDOFKDQJH¶ (Said 1983, 
p. 222). He also objected to the poststructuralist DVVXPSWLRQWKDWµWKHLQGLYLGXDOWH[W
RUDXWKRUFRXQWVIRUYHU\OLWWOH¶DQGLQVLVWHGWKDWµLQGLYLGXDOZULWHUV¶GROHDYHD
µGHWHUPLQLQJLPSULQW¶RQDQµRWKHUZLVHDQRQ\PRXVERG\RIWH[WVFRQVWLWXWLQJD
discursive formation like OrientalLVP¶ Said (1995 [1978], p. 23) argued WKHµG\QDPLF
H[FKDQJHEHWZHHQLQGLYLGXDODXWKRUVDQGWKHODUJHSROLWLFDOFRQFHUQVVKDSHGE\WKH«
JUHDWHPSLUHV¶QHHGVWREHIRUHJURXQGHG. Dissolving agency into the shifting 
structures of signification was something that Said had clear reservations about, and 
he did not subscribe to the post-structuralist theory of language that elevates the 
structure of linguistic differences above all else. As he put it in 1983WKHUHLVµD
VHQVLEOHGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQ«Logos and words: we must not let Foucault get away 
with confusing them with each other, nor with letting us forget that history does not 
get made without work, intention, resistance, effort, or conflict, and that none of these 
things is silently absorbable into micronetZRUNVRISRZHU¶ (1983, p. 245). 
 
6DLG¶VGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQlogos and words reminds us that structuralism and 
poststructuralism were not simply outgrowths of Saussure¶VOLQJXLVWLFV Rather than 
treating the synchronic system of differences, langue, as an ontological phenomenon, 
Saussure regarded it as an epistemological convenience. In neo-Kantian vein he 
insists WKDWµLWLVWKHYLHZpoint adopted which creates the object [of knowledge]¶
(Saussure 1987 [1916], p.8) and that while linguistics should study language as a 
synchronic system of differences, langue, other aspects of language require an 
alternative methodology for study. True enough, in the Cours, Saussure proceeds to 
outline only the static and closed model of langue, but this does not preclude the 
possibility of a coherent alternative model based on a different methodological option. 
6DLG¶VµZRUGV¶VHHPVWRUHIHUWRWKHHOHPHQWVRIlangue, while Logos pertains to 
language as ideologically impleted and intentionally articulated in social acts 
commonly called utterances. Logos corresponds to the object of the proposed new 
discipline that Mikhail Bakhtin sought to develop in the 1950s and 1960s as an 
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alternative to the rise of Soviet structuralism. In the 1960s he adopted the term 
µPHWDOLQJXLVWLFV¶WRGHQRWHWKHQHZREMHFWGRPDLQ µ/lKWHHQPlNL Following 
the Marburg neo-Kantian ideas to which he had critically subscribed since the 1920s, 
Bakhtin argues that linguistics adopts the methodology of the natural sciences, 
positing µthings¶OLNHphonemes words and sentences, while metalinguistics, as a 
human science, posits intersubjective acts that activate the meaning potential of these 
entities, utterances. The term Bakhtin employs in his central essays on the novel of 
the 1930s to discuss units of language within utterances is slovo, a term 
simultaneously meaning lexical units (i.e. words) and larger bodies of language so 
positioned. It is in this second sense that Voloshinov (1926) discusses slovo µLQOLIH
DQGLQSRHWU\¶DQG%DNKWLQ¶VJHQHUDOOy follows this practice.2 The Russian slovo 
renders the Greek logos closely and is commonly translated into English both as word 
and DVµGLVFRXUVH¶EXWWKLVHPSKDWLFDOO\LVnot the word of structuralism or the 
discourse of Foucault. Instead it denotes what would become the object of 
metalinguistics: 
 
[A]ny concrete discourse [slovo] (utterance) finds the object at which it was 
directed already as it were overlain with qualifications, open to dispute, 
charged with value, already enveloped in an obscuring mist ± or, on the 
contrary, E\WKHµOLJKW¶ of alien words [slova] that have already been spoken 
about it. It is entangled, shot through with shared thoughts, points of view, 
alien value judgments and accents. The word [slovo], directed toward its 
object, enters a dialogically agitated and tension-filled environment of alien 
words [slova], value judgments and accents, weaves in and out of complex 
interrelationships, merges with some, recoils from others, intersects with yet a 
third group: and all this may crucially shape discourse [slovo], may leave a 
trace in all its semantic layers, may complicate its expression and influence its 
entire stylistic profile. (Bakhtin 1981 [1934] 276; 2012 [1936] 30) 
 
%DNKWLQ¶VIOHVKLQJRXWRIWhis distinction helps to focus on DVSHFWVRI6DLG¶VSURMHFW
that have been obscured by the dominance of poststructuralism in postolonial thought, 
and to consider its critical potential as well as its limitations. 
 
There are certainly problems with the way in which Bakhtin proposes a clear division 
between the methodologies of the human and natural sciences. Firstly, he caricatures 
WKHQDWXUDOVFLHQFHVDVµPRQRORJLF¶ZKLOHQHJOHFWLQJWKHGLDORJLFVWUXJJOHEHWZHHQ
paradigms that is central to their practices, and, secondly, he removes questions of 
biological and even economic determinations from the human sciences and in so 
doing detaches cultural phenomena from the natural structures into which they are 
LQWHJUDWHGDWDµPROHFXODU¶OHYHODVLWZHUHThis is a direct result of %DNKWLQ¶s 
adherence to neo-Kantian idealism, and it leads him, inter alia, to consider the rise of 
the novel in isolation from that of publishing, of a sizable literate population, and to 
fail to provide any sustained consideration of the wider socio-economic and 
institutional changes on which they were based. Among the factors that are given 
little or no DWWHQWLRQLQ%DNKWLQ¶VSXEOLVKHGZRUNVDVDFRQVHTXHQFHDUHWKHLPSHULDO
preconditions for European literary culture and the relationship between philology 
and colonialism. Non-(XURSHDQFXOWXUHVWKHUHIRUHDSSHDUSHULSKHUDOLQ%DNKWLQ¶V
                                                        
2
 ,QWKLVDUWLFOH9RORVKLQRYGHYHORSV.DUO%KOHU¶VLGHDVDERXWWKHFRQFUHWHPHDQLQJRIWhe sign being 
conditioned by its place within the speech act. On this see Brandist (2004). 
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major works. ,QWKLVFRQWH[WLWLVXQGHUVWDQGDEOHZK\%DNKWLQ¶VLGHDV did not become 
part of what Brennan (2006, p. 111) calls the µSDWHQWHGHFOHFWLFDPDOJDP¶WKDWDSSHDUV
in 6DLG¶s Orientalism.3  
 
Bakhtin was not a Eurocentric thinker in the sense of someone who treats European 
culture as a standard against which others are judged. European literature was, rather, 
the centre of his specialized knowledge from which generalisations about cultural 
phenomena were made without reference to ethnic, religious or institutional 
particularities. He was, actually, quite familiar with non-European literatures and 
cultures from his formative years in Leningrad in the mid 1920s. What we now, by no 
means unproblematically, call the µBakhtin Circle¶ involved intellectuals with 
expertise in Asian literature such as Nikolai Konrad, a major specialist on Japanese 
and, later, on Chinese literature,4 and Mikhail Tubianskii, the foremost Soviet scholar 
on the work of the Bengali Nobel Laureate Rabindranath Tagore. Tubianskii 
moreover established the teaching of modern Bengali in the USSR and published 
pathbreaking work on Tibetan Buddhism (for an overview see Brandist 2015). 
Valentin Voloshinov and Pavel Medvedev worked in an institute dedicated to the 
comparative history of the languages and literatures of the West and East, and sought 
to develop theoretical categories that applied equally to those cultures. In the 1930s 
Bakhtin traced forms of European literature back through anonymous bodies of pre-
textual regional folklore to forms of mythical thinking shared by humanity as a whole. 
7KLVµVHPDQWLFSDODHRQWRORJ\¶LVTXLWHGLVWLQFWIURPWKH1LHW]VFKH-Foucault 
archaeology though, as will become clear later, it shares some features.5 In the 1950s 
and 60s he worked as Professor of World Literature at what is now Saransk 
University, during which time he lectured on a number of non-European literatures, 
and he appears to have taken a particular interest in Chinese literature (Bakhtin 1999). 
He did not, however, seem to regard his knowledge sufficient to publish in the area. 
 
While somewhat formalistic, %DNKWLQ¶VZULWLQJVRQWKHQRYHO do posit one 
institutional precondition for the rise of the novel: the standard national language. 
This development makes the discrepant UHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQµZRUGV¶DQGµlogos¶
clearly perceptible. Thus, with the overcoming or domestic confinement of dialectal 
variations, raznoiazychie (literally vari-language-ness, often rendered in English as 
µpolyglossia¶), and the establishment of a unitary language that is adopted by all 
social groXSVWKHVDPHµZRUGV¶WDNHRIDYDULHW\RIVRFLR-specific and ideological 
senses, which is termed raznorechie (literally vari-speech-ness). While generally 
rendered in English as µheteroglossia¶7RGRURY¶VUHQGHULQJWKHWHUPDVµKHWHURORJ\¶
more clearly captures WKHGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQµZRUGV¶DQGµlogos¶FHQWUDOWR%DNKWLQ¶V
conception (for a discussion see Zbinden 2006, p.77). WhLOH%DNKWLQ¶VGLVFXVVLRQRI
the rise of the standard national language is insufficiently linked to specific socio-
                                                        
3
 6DLGVFDUFHO\PHQWLRQV%DNKWLQDQGH[SOLFLWO\UHVLVWVXVLQJWKHWHUPµGLDORJLF¶DVDUHVXOWRIWKH
µUHFHQWFXOWRI%DNKWLQ¶LQKLVFRQYHUVDWLRQVZLWK5D\PRQG:LOOiams (Williams 1990, pp. 181-182). 
His dismissive tone is perhaps in response to the way Bakhtin was adopted, and in some significant 
ways distorted, by certain US liberal humanists as a counterweight to more engaged forms of theory in 
the 1980s. A number of commentators have nevertheless noted the affinity of the work of Said and 
Bakhtin, not least Brennan (1992). 
4
 For accessible overviews RI.RQUDG¶VFDUHHU see, in English, Croskey (1991) and, in Russian, Alpatov 
(1991). 
5
 As I have shown elsewhere (Brandist 2011), %DNKWLQ¶VDSSURDFKGUDZVKHDYLO\RQWKHSDODHRQWRORJ\
of plots and genres in the work of Aleksandr Veselovskii, and developed in the 1920s and 1930s by 
followers of Nikolai Marr such as Izrailމ Frank-Kamenetskii and Olމga Freidenberg. 
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institutional developments and is thus excessively abstract, the effect is crucial: 
µZRUGV¶DUHbut one component of µlogos¶the latter is an emergent structure that rises 
upon a variety of foundational structures, and so cannot be reduced to the former.  
 
Bakhtin had little or nothing to say about large political concerns, about the great 
empires of the age and, indeed, published little about the cultures of non-European 
societies. He does, however, have much to say about the dynamic exchange between 
individual authors, about how ideas relate to authority, how authoritative ideas are 
articulated, encounter other ideas and stifle them, as well as how those articulations 
are received and reaccentuated, and about how the ideological structures of discursive 
forms might be revealed, challenged and undermined. This is a striking contrast to the 
tendency in postcolonial theory, by default, to absorb the European into the colonial 
episteme and posit the oriental subject as one who may exhibit either a µVODYLVK
admiration or xenRSKRELFUHMHFWLRQ¶RIDXQLWDU\FRORQLDOGLVFRXUVH (Figueira 2015 
[2002], p. 103). The only position from which critics like Homi Bhabha consider this 
can be subjected to critique is liminal, a diasporic locality within which the privileged, 
µK\EULG¶ cosmopolitan critic cDQµVOLGHFHDVHOHVVO\¶990, p. 300) and avoid taking a 
stand on any issue. It is only by irresponsibly generalizing the experience of this critic 
to the entire field of (predominantly precarious) migrants that the charge of elitism be 
evaded (Ratnam 1999). The FDWHJRU\RIµK\EULGLW\¶as the effect of slippage between 
unstable systems of signification, which runs throughout much postcolonial theory, 
does not fully account for the factors Bakhtin identifies, nor the complex intersection 
of socioeconomic systems that colonial encounters involve.6 Indeed, the agenda 
seems to be to remove communication from its extra-discursive moorings, and the 
critic from all social responsibility. The modalities of responsibility were the starting 
point of BDNKWLQ¶VLQWHOOHFWXDOWUDMHFWRU\DQGZKLOHKHPD\QHYHUKDYHEHHQDEOHWR
resolve the problems he raised, like Said he was not content to espouse a condition of 
perpetual ambivalence. :KLOH%DNKWLQ¶VQRYHOLVWLVDQLURQLFDOO\GHWDFKHGLQWHOOHFWXDO
he or she does at least relate actively to heroes who are themselves also actively 
perceiving, evaluating and interacting agents. Their motivations might often be 
questionable, but they are never reducible to the effects of anonymous systems. One 
might readily consider how this relates to intellectual activity more generally. 
 
Competing regimes of power/knowledge 
 
There is an interesting history behind these contrasting approaches. The idea of a 
unified orientalist discourse derives from Stalin-era characterisations of what was 
FDOOHGµERXUJHRLVRULHQWDOLVP¶7KHµFODVVLFDO¶IRUPXODWLRQRIWKLVFRLQFLGHGZLWKWKH
beginning of the Cold War, when the journal Voprosy istorii (Questions of History) 
SXEOLVKHGDOHDGLQJWH[WRQWKHµ8UJHQW7DVNVRI6RYLHW+LVWRULDQ-2ULHQWDOLVWV¶$QRQ
+HUHZHVHHWKDWµERXUJHRLVRULHQWDOVWXGLHVVHUYHLPSHULDOLVPLQDQ
H[WUDRUGLQDULO\YLJRURXVPDQQHUDQGVWULYH³WRSURYH´WKHKLVWRULFDOLQHYLWDELOLW\and 
HYHQWKH³QHFHVVLW\´RIWKHUXOHRIWKHZHVWHUQFRORQLDOSRZHUVRYHUWKHPXOWL-million 
PDVVHVZKRDUHODJJLQJEHKLQGLQWKHLUSURJUHVVDQGWKHUHIRUH³LQFDSDEOH´RI
LQGHSHQGHQWO\GHFLGLQJWKHIDWHRIWKH(DVWWKHPVHOYHV¶$QRQS6XFK
scholDUVSURGXFHµIDOVHSVHXGR-KLVWRULFDO³WKHRULHV´DQG³FRQFHSWLRQV´¶ZKLFKPD\
µGLIIHULQGHWDLOVDQGRQSDUWLFXODUSRLQWVEXWWKH\EHDUDWHVWLPRQ\WRDFRPSOHWHXQLW\
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 InteresWLQJO\µK\EULGLW\¶ZDVSRVLWHGE\PDQ\5XVVLDQVFKRODUVRI%DNKWLQ¶VWLPHWRGHVFULEHUDWKHU
than subvert the identity of the subjects of the Russian Empire itself (Gerasimov et al, 2016). 
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RQWKHSULQFLSDODQGIXQGDPHQWDOTXHVWLRQ¶$QRQS7KLVLQYROYHGWKH
propagaWLRQRIDSDUWLFXODUW\SHRIH[RWLFLVPDERXWµWKHVSHFLDOW\SHRI³(DVWHUQ
VRXO´¶UHOLVKLQJµXQLPSRUWDQWGHWDLOVRIWKHUHOLJLRXVFXOWVRUUHSHDWHQWHUWDLQLQJ
palace-DQHFGRWHVDERXWG\QDVWLFKLVWRULHV¶$QRQS Soviet orientalist-
historians were HQFRXUDJHGµWRIDFLOLWDWHZLWKWKHKHOSRIWKHLURZQVWXGLHVWKH
H[SRVXUHRIWKHIDOVHWKHRULHVRIWKHERXUJHRLVLH¶$QRQS  
 
This sentiment, with the rhetoric somewhat softened, reappeared in the 1951 edition 
of the Great Soviet Encyclopaedia and the delineation of a Soviet orientalism distinct 
from that of the West gained importance particularly as a result of the April 1955 
Bandung Conference which eventually led, in 1961, to the formation of the Non-
Aligned Movement. Perspectives on the tasks of Soviet as opposed to bourgeois 
orientalism were further developed at the First All-Union Conference of Orientalists 
in Tashkent in June 1957, at which continuities between pre- and post-Revolutionary 
Russian orientologists were stressed (Gafurov 1957, pp. 13±14), beginning with the 
publication of the Complete Works of the great historian of Central Asia Vasilii 
%DUWROމG%XVWDQRYSS±70). These perspectives were subsequently conveyed 
to many intellectuals from the various national liberation movements who were 
educated at such institutions as the Patrice Lumumba Peoples Friendship University 
in Moscow, founded in 1960, the same year that the USSR hosted the 25th 
International Congress of Orientalists. Here senior Politburo member Anastas 
0LNRLDQJDYHDVSHHFKGHFODULQJWKDWKHQFHIRUWKµWKHSHRSOHVRIWKH2ULHQW
themselves create their own history, their culture, their economy; in this way the 
peoples of the orient have been promoted from being objects (matter) of history to the 
UDQNRIFUHDWRUV¶7KLVVSHHFKDQGDQXPEHURIRWKHU6RYLHWVRXUFHVZHUHTXRWHGLQ
Abdel-0DOHN¶VDUWLFOHµ2ULHQWDOLVPLQ&ULVLV¶SZKHUHWKHDXWKRU
also contrasted the SHUVLVWHQFHRIµHXURSHRFHQWULVP¶LQWKH:HVWZLWKWKHµWUXO\
FRORVVDOHIIRUWLQWKHILHOGRIPRGHUQRULHQWDOLVP¶LQWKH8665VLQFHWKH%DQGXQJ
conference (1963, p. 127). Elsewhere Abdel-Malek (1968, pp. 105±106) echoed the 
contemporary Soviet contention (Gafurov 1957, p. 16) that that it was the Chinese 
Revolution of 1949 WKDWZDVGHFLVLYHDORQJZLWKWKHµQDWLRQDODQGVRFLDOUHYROXWLRQV
which smashed the hegemony of the traditional imperialisms, and which victoriously 
defy American neo-imperialism [i.e. Vietnam ± &%@¶$EGHO-Malek was an important 
VRXUFHIRU6DLG¶VLGHDVDERXWRULHQWDOLVP (Tolz 2006, p. 127; Said 1995 [1978], p. 96-
98). 
 
This image of competing regimes of power/knowledge was taught to the many 
intellectuals from independence movements who were educated in the USSR, but 
many engaged actively and with considerable independence. This was particularly 
encouraged by the Sino-Soviet split as a result of which Moscow was identified with 
DGYRFDWLQJµSHDFHIXOFRH[LVWHQFH¶ZLWKLPSHULDOSRZHUVZKLOHBeijing made claims to 
lead the colonial world in its struggle for self-determination (see, inter alia, Friedman 
2015). The split of the Communist Parties into monolithic and dogmatic organisations 
like the pro-Moscow Communist Party of India (CPI) and the pro-Beijing Communist 
Party of India (Marxist) (CPIM), competing for leadership of the movement against 
imperialism, weakened the influence of both organisations and their ideologies. While 
intellectuals from independence movements often accepted crucial elements of the 
Stalinist image of the world, which also remained fundamental to Maoism, they 
UHVHQWHGWKH8665¶VDWWHPSWWRVXERUGLQDWHLQGHSHQGHQFHPRYHPHQWVWR6RYLHW
foreign policy. The result was Dµ7KLUG:RUOG¶ approach, catalyzed by the Bandung 
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Conference, LQZKLFKWKHµILUVW¶DQGµVHFRQG¶ZRUOGVZHUHODUJHO\HTXLYDOHQWERWK
attempting to subordinate the emerging, postcolonial states to their own interests and 
meta-narratives. The decline of the USSR as a model of development for decolonizing 
nations in the late 1970s and the Chinese turn to the market at the end of that decade 
further weakened the ideological hold of Communist Party orthodoxy. Marxism was 
now often, understandably but erroneously, equated with the crudities of that 
ideology. Later, French post-VWUXFWXUDOLVWVDQGWKHLUµSRVWPRGHUQ¶IROORZHUVLQ86
universities in particular, sought to provide some intellectual consistency to the 
fragments that remained, but the complexities of dialogue, the relations between 
theory and practice, and between ideological positions and institutional configurations 
remained subordinated to abstract structures of discourse.  
 
The emergence and critique of the abstract dialectic 
 
The work of the Bakhtin Circle emerged not during the collapse of the paradigm of 
competing Soviet and bourgeois discourses, but during its formation. In the USSR in 
the 1920s ideologies of European superiority were subjected to severe critique, and 
this was nowhere clearer than in the critical onslaught against the colonial agendas 
operative in much European philology. Research institutes in the 1920s were, inter 
alia, laboratories for the development of new critical paradigms aimed at undermining 
the ideological foundations of the imperialist world order. In works as varied and 
/HQLQDQG%XNKDULQ¶VWKHRULHVRILPSHULDOLVP)HGRU6KFKHUEHWVNRL6HUJHL
OlᦡGHQEXUJDQG7XELDQVNLL¶VZRUNRQWKHSKLORVRSKLFDOVRSKLVWLFDWLRQRI%XGGKLVW
VXWUDV.RQUDG¶VGLVFXVVLRns of the relationship between Japanese literature and the 
ULVHRIFDSLWDOLVPDQG1LNRODL0DUU¶VFRQWURYHUVLDOZRUNRQWKHFRORQLDODJHQGDV
behind Indo-European philology, the modes of conceptualization and generalization 
in much European scholarship was systematically unpicked and revealed to be 
ideologically impelled. The perspectives of younger scholars like Konrad and 
7XELDQVNLLZHUHIRUPHGE\GLDORJXHVEHWZHHQUHSUHVHQWDWLYHVRIWKHµROG¶5XVVLDQ
oriental studies DQGWKHµQHZ¶DQGH[SORUDWRU\ILHOGRIMarxist oriental studies within 
Soviet institutions with definite research agendas. While there was a certain unified 
framework within which scholars operated, the period was marked by sharp 
disagreements and debates over fundamental issues in almost all areas. 
 
The idea of competing bourgeois and Soviet orientalisms discussed above was no 
more than a crude and highly selective summary, an opportunistically deployed 
formula derived from long and intense debates about the relationship between 
knowledge about the colonial world and the policies of the various colonial powers in 
the revolutionary period. Sometimes this was tacitly acknowledged in post-Stalin 
Soviet scholarship, as in the VXUYH\DUWLFOHµ7KH6WXG\RIWKH+LVWRU\RI,QGLDLQ
the USSR 1917±¶ZKHUHWKHDXWKRU/HRQLG$ODHY (1963: 167)QRWHVµ6RYLHW
scholars came to the correct evaluation of imperial policy in India as the result of a 
ORQJVWUXJJOHRIRSLQLRQV¶The Party was generally held to have guided such 
struggles, and consequently the µHYDOXDWLRQ¶ultimateO\UHJDUGHGDVµFRUUHFW¶ZDV not 
settled on by virtue of its factual accuracy or rigor, but according to its 
correspondence to the policies of Stalin and his successors. Unlike the preceding 
period, by 1934 statutory authority proved considerably more powerful than scientific 
authority in deciding these matters, and what emerged was a philologically unified 
doctrine WKDWKDGODUJHO\VWDELOL]HGE\WKHWLPHRI6WDOLQ¶VGHDWKLQ. By the early 
the 1960s attempts to codify what Yurchak (2005: 47-51) FDOOVDµPRQRVHPLF¶
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language of socio-political terms was underway, with the publication of reference 
texts that aimed to remove all ambiguity from usage. The perspectives of late imperial 
orientalists according to which oriental studies would contribute to a µSHDFHIXO
FRQYHUJHQFH¶RIWKHSHRSOHVRIWKH(DVWZLWK5XVVLD%DUWROމG>@S 
leading to the formation of a hybrid identity, became dominant once more. So Nikolai 
0DUU¶VFRQWURYHUVLDOLGHD that languages evolved from plural origins to unity rather 
than, as in Indo-European philology, the other way around, gained authority because 
LWFRUUHVSRQGHGWR6WDOLQ¶VSURQRXQFHPHQWDWWKHWK3DUW\&RQJUHVVLQWKHVXPPHU
of 1930 that national cultures would, and should, in the future, merge into a unity µLQ
ERWKIRUPDQGFRQWHQW¶ under socialism (Stalin 1954 [1930], p. 380). The peoples of 
the USSR were now allegedly FRQYHUJLQJEHFDXVHRIWKH8665¶VPRYHPHQW towards 
µsocialism in one country¶. Until there was a final victory of socialism on a global 
scale this convergence would remain limited to DXQLW\RILGHRORJLFDOµFRQWHQW¶
coexisting with a µflowering¶ of variRXVµIRUPV¶RIQDWLRQDOFXOWXUH. The reality was, 
however, that XQLW\RIµFRQWHQW¶UHIOHcted the ideological subordination all Soviet 
national regions in the interests of WKHFHQWUDOVWDWH¶V economic and military struggle 
ZLWKWKH:HVWµ,QGR-(XURSHDQLVP¶, as it was called, became a term of abuse because 
its narrative of increasing variation of languages and cultures from original unity 
contradicted the Stalinist prognosis. It became something resembling a Foucauldian 
discourse of power-knowledge, a tendentious metanarrative where evidence is 
adduced merely to HVWDEOLVKDµWUXWK¶WKDWLVWRRQH¶VDGYDQWage. As Marr had put it, 
Indo-Europeanism is µIOHVKDQGERQHWKHH[SUHVVLRQRIPRULEXQGERXUJHRLVVRFLDOLW\¶
that has EHHQµEXLOWRQWKHRSSUHVVLRQRIWKHSHRSOHVRIWKH(DVWE\WKHPXUGHURXV
colonial policies RI(XURSHDQQDWLRQV¶0DUU [1924], p. 1). While Stalin would 
denounce Marrism in 1950, µERXUJHRLVRULHQWDOLVP¶ LQKHULWHGWKHIHDWXUHVRIµ,QGR-
(XURSHDQLVP¶DVGHYHORSHGE\0DUU¶VPRVWGRFWULQDLUHIROORZHUV 
 
In reality, of course, the concrete work of Soviet scholars could never be reduced to 
instances of this closed discourse, especially in areas distant from policy decisions. 
The work of Bakhtin and his colleagues HPHUJHGDVWKLVµGLVFRXUVH¶ZDVEHLQJIRUPHG
and it is marked by and resists what we might call the rectification,7 or, to use 
%DNKWLQ¶VWHUPmonologization of the ideological field that was taking place. In 1929 
Voloshinov wrote about the way in which the ruling class tries to impart a µVXSUD-
FODVVHWHUQDOFKDUDFWHU¶WRWKHLGHRORJLFDOVLJQµWRH[WLQJXLVKRUGULYHinward the 
VWUXJJOHRIVRFLDODFFHQWVWKDWWDNHVSODFHZLWKLQLWWRPDNHLWPRQRDFFHQWXDO¶
/DWHULQWKHERRNKHLGHQWLILHV6DXVVXUH¶VµDEVWUDFWREMHFWLYLVP¶ as the 
conception of language consistent with this perspective, a characterization that more 
accurately captures proto-VWUXFWXUDOLVWLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVRI6DXVVXUH¶VCours. In 
%DNKWLQ¶V 1929 study of Dostoevsky (2000 [1929], p. 35-36) Hegelian readings of the 
work of the Russian novelist are criticized IRUµPRQRORJLVLQJ¶WKHunmerged and 
individualized struggle of socially specific perspectives and meanings that take place 
LQWKHQRYHOV+HJHO¶VµPRQRORJLFGLDOHFWLF¶LVVKRZQWREHTXLWHWKHDQWLWKHVLVRI
'RVWRHYVN\¶VVWatic dialogue, but while the revelation of dialogue is held to be the 
QRYHOLVW¶VJUHDWVWUHQJWKWKHVWDWLFZRUOGYLHZLVKLVJUHDWHVWZHDNQHVV (2000 [1929], 
39). In the mid 1930s Bakhtin presents the novel as a genre that expresses a 
µGLDORJL]LQJ¶RULHQWDWLRQZLWKLQFXOWXUHWKDWLVDQWLWKHWLFDOWRWKHµPRQRORJL]LQJ¶
forces expressed by poetry. The novelist reveals the intersecting verbal activity of 
                                                        
7
 7KHWHUPµUHFWLILFDWLRQ¶LVHPSOR\HGKHUHLQWKHVHQVHRIWKHFRQYHUVLRQRIDOWHUQDWLQJWRGLUHFW
current. 
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socio-specific agents characteristic of the process of historical becoming, while the 
poet strives to overcome such discursive plurality and achieve a single, privileged and 
authoritative word. Bakhtin here describes a dialectical process, modeled to a 
FRQVLGHUDEOHH[WHQWRQ(UQVW&DVVLUHU¶VDFFRXQWRIWKHXQIROGLQJDQGFRPLQJWRVHOI-
consciousness of culture through a dialectic of mythical and critical symbolic forms. 
In the 1970s Bakhtin characterizes contemporary VWUXFWXUDOLVP¶Vderivation of an 
abstract dialectic from the plurality of contending positions thusµ7DNHDGLDORJXHDQG
remove the voices (the partitioning of voices), remove the intonations (emotional and 
individualizing ones), carve out abstract concepts and judgments from living words 
DQGUHVSRQVHVFUDPHYHU\WKLQJLQWRRQHDEVWUDFWFRQVFLRXVQHVV¶ (1986, 147). This 
structuralist distillation of a unitary discourse of oppositions from living dialogues 
and the putative µ6RYLHW¶GLVFRXUVHWKDWZRXOGEHORFNHGLQWRDQDEVWUDFWGLDOHFWLFZLWK
that of the bourgeois world are strikingly similar. Individual agents engaged in acts of 
communication are lost, with µWKHGHHS-seated LQILQLWHFRQWH[WXDOPHDQLQJ¶ replaced 
by DµPHFKDQLFDOFRQWDFWRI³RSSRVLWLRQV´¶(1986, 162). Far from evidence of a 
consistent µFRQWHPSWIRU dialectics¶ as Morson and Emerson (1990, 57) suggest, 
%DNKWLQ¶VUHMHFWLRQRIthe monologic dialectic was simultaneously an attempt to 
affirm a dialogic dialectic. Thus his distinctly Hegelian formulation: µdialectics was 
born of dialogue so as to return again to dialogue on a higher level (a dialogue of 
SHUVRQDOLWLHV¶ (1986, 162). 
 
%DNKWLQ¶VµSHUVRQDOLW\¶LVa concrete, socially and historically positioned, active agent, 
and as such is quite different from the poststructuralist µVXEMHFW¶DV DPHUHµSRVLWLRQ¶
constructed by discourse RUE\µIRUPDWLYHVWUXFWXUHV¶VXFKDV the Cold War%DNKWLQ¶V
conception of personality, which is based on the jurisprudential notion of the bearer of 
rights and responsibilities, undoubtedly has its problems. He brackets out all 
dimensions of human life that supposedly constitute the objects of the natural sciences 
(though they constantly make their presence felt indirectly), while his repeated appeal 
to the category of voice would leave him open to Derridean accusations of 
µlogocentrism¶. In reality, though, %DNKWLQ¶VDQWL-monologism seriously weakens any 
such charges. To account for the complex forms of dialogue between colonial 
intellectuals and those seeking to shake off foreign domination we need a 
multifaceted conception of the person as an embodied and emergent being embedded 
in natural and social structures. Only this allows us to consider µWKHFRPSOH[GLDOHFWLF
of needs, desires, interests, rights, mutual understandings and misunderstandings, 
UHFLSURFDOREOLJDWLRQVDQGVRIRUWKZKLFKPDNHXSWKHHWKLFDOOLIH¶1RUULV 2015, 
207). Forms of cultural interaction must be considered within the institutions that 
make them socially and politically significant. 
 
Colonial philology revisited and reconsidered 
 
In a recent study of early British India Daniel White articulates well the need to move 
beyond viewing colonial discourse as a monologic unity: 
 
Cultural histories of Western Orientalism, crucial as they have been, need to 
give way to the stubborn fact that Britons and Indians inhabited the same 
globe, a material and imagined terrain where unequal relations of power and 
representation were contested through alliances and conflicts, communication 
and mistranslation, sympathies and failures of feeling and understanding. 
(White 2013, p. 2) 
 10 
 
Suitably modified and supplemented, a Bakhtinian theory can help to provide a 
theoretical foundation for such an approach, but while Bakhtinian ideas have been 
applied to postcolonial cultures, outside literary studies the theoretical bases have 
remained relatively undeveloped.8 Indo-European philology, which, as Said (1995 
[1978], p. 131) reasonably claims, provided Orientalism with its most important 
µWHFKQLFDOFKDUDFWHULVWLFV¶Ls a case in point. Philologists directly aided colonial 
domination with the translation, codification publication and promotion of ancient 
Persian and Sanskrit texts on law in India, which became the basis of British attempts 
WRµQDWLYLVH¶WKHLUFRORQLDOOHJLVODWLRQ This culminated in 1776 (and more 
systematically in 1794) with the publication of The Laws of Manu, the ancient 
Sanskrit texts employed by brahman jurists to teach their community the principles of 
ethical behavior and to make judgments according to the Indian caste system. Yet 
while this enterprise sought to µHOLPLQDWHFRPSHWLQJIRUPVRIVRFLDODXWKRULW\¶ in the 
form of Hindu and Muslim jurists (pandits and mulavis), their collaboration was not 
reducible to mere bribery (Ahmed 2018: 110; see also Karttunen 2015, pp. 59-63). 
These texts are more complex than exemplars of a unitary discourse of European 
domination, since brahmin pandits had an interest in leading British philologists to 
focus almost exclusively on Sanskrit texts through which privileged castes claimed 
their legitimacy from a superior cultural heritage. Non-canonical Buddhist texts, 
regional folk traditions and archaeology that might have provided important 
correctives were marginalized or passed over in silence (Mani 2015, p. 199).  
 
While the importance of producing canonical legal texts was crucial in establishing 
the power of the colonial state over indigenous forms of ethical regulation is 
undeniable,9 it is important not simply to identify the work of philologists with the 
imperial state, just as the work of Soviet scholars working on the Orient cannot 
simply be identified with the interests of the Stalin regime and its successors. The 
texts that many philologists produced had no immediate relevance for the colonial 
administration, and they were often genuine enthusiasts for the cultures they studied, 
respecting their indigenous collaborators in producing translations of and 
commentaries on a variety of ancient texts. The selected texts nevertheless propagated 
idealized images of a glorious Aryan heritage that Europeans and lighter-skinned 
Indians supposedly shared. Privileged-caste Indians welcomed the glorification of 
WKHLUDQFHVWRUVYLQGLFDWLQJDVLWGLGWKHLUVXSSRVHGO\µ³LQQDWH´VXSHULRULW\RYHUWKH
³ORZO\VKXGUDPDVVHV´DQGWKH³DOLHQ0XVOLPV´¶0DQL15, p. 194). The 
µKHJHPRQ\¶RIWKHµQHZSKLORORJ\¶DVµEDVLVRIERWKFULWLFDOPHWKRGDQGFRORQLDO
GRPLQDWLRQ¶ZDVQRWDFKLHYHGVLPSO\µEHFDXVHLWHQDEOHGPRGHUQLQVWLWXWLRQVWR
LPSRVHDQDO\WLFDQGEXUHDXFUDWLFRUGHURQPXOWLOLQJXDOWHUUDLQV¶$KPHG 39), 
but also because it encouraged particular strata of the indigenous population to 
collaborate with colonial powers while pursuing their own distinct objectives and 
making their own claims to authority. Hegemony is a dynamic, dialogical 
arrangement in which members of a group conditionally pursue their socio-political 
                                                        
8
 Most significant in this area are ,UVFKLFN¶VFRQVLGHUDWLRQRIWKHGLDORJLFQDWXUHRIFRORQLDOUXOH
in south India, while Urban (2001) makes HIIHFWLYHXVHRI%DNKWLQ¶VLGHDVDERXWFDUQLYDOLQKLVVWXG\RI
the Kartabhaja sect in Bengal. 
9
 $KPHGQRWHVWKDWµ&RORQLDOODZWKXVUHYHDOHGLWVUDLVRQG¶rWUHQRWMXVWWRHVWDEOLVK
private property or any particular mode of production, but also to concentrate juridical power within 
WKHVWDWH¶$V3DVKXNDQLV>@VKRZHGKRZHYHUWKHHVWDEOLVKPHQWRIWKHFDSLWDOLVWPRGHRI
SURGXFWLRQUHTXLUHGSUHFLVHO\WKLVµFRQFHQWUDWLRQRIMXULGLFDOSRZHU¶ 
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aims and objectives by subordinating them to those of a preponderant group, which to 
some extent accommodates them. The entire Bengal Renaissance, led by the 
accomplished Sanskritist Ram Mohan Roy (1772±1833), was based on the pursuit of 
such alliances as were the very different campaigns of Hindu chauvinists later.10  
 
Collaborating pandits were rarely credited in published work, and ideological factors 
certainly guided selection of, as well as the conceptualization and generalisations of 
commentaries on, the texts produced. The very production of such texts nevertheless 
had effects that were not always supportive of the colonial ideology. Indian Marxist 
historian Irfan Habib (2005, p. 45) points out that regardless of the views of 
LQGLYLGXDOVFKRODUVWKHYHU\ZRUNRIµediting and translating texts, codifying 
JUDPPDUVHVWDEOLVKLQJOH[LFDOPHDQLQJVDQGUHFRQVWUXFWLQJ³GHDGHSRFKV´«UHVXOWV
in continuously altering our fundamental notions of the past as well as present. What 
were hitherto regarded as unchanging or insular societies may by archaeological 
discoveries or closer studies of sources, or intensive field-work turn into changing and 
RXWZDUGORRNLQJRQHV¶2ne of the foremost RussiDQ,QGRORJLVWV6HUJHL2OމGHQEXUJ
made a similar point as early as 1915, arguing the myth of European superiority relied 
RQDQLGHQWLILFDWLRQRIµPDWHULDOFXOWXUH¶ZLWKµFXOWXUHLQJHQHUDO¶ZLWKWKHDVVXPSWLRQ
WKDWµZKHUHWKHUHZHUHQRYLVLEOHIHDWXUHVRf the former . . . there are only savages or 
SHRSOHZKRKDYHORVWWKHLUFXOWXUH¶7KH(DVWWKXVFDPHWREHH[RWLFLVHGDVµDVWUDQJH
IDLU\WDOHZRQGHUODQGDOLHQZLOGDQGVWUDQJH¶7KHµVFLHQWLILFPRYHPHQWRIWKHWK
&HQWXU\¶HURGHGWKLVE\VKRZLQJWKDWWKH(DVWLVµRQHRIWKHQHFHVVDU\OLQNVRIZRUOG
all-KXPDQFXOWXUH¶SIn contradistinction to the majority of British and 
French philologists, Russian Indologists concentrated on studying the Buddhist texts 
brahmin-led European philologists neglected as part of a greater Indian cultural 
sphere that extended WKURXJK7LEHWDQG0RQJROLDLQWR5XVVLD¶VRZQRULHQW It should 
also be noted at this point that while most European philologists sought to justify 
colonialism, the image of a glorious Aryan past that they constructed nevertheless 
often implied critiques of present-day Europe. Max Müller, for instance, held that all 
branches of the Indo-European family had degenerated, but the European branch had 
been protected from idolatry by protestant Christianity.  
 
,QGLDQLQWHOOHFWXDOVGLGQRWVLPSO\DFFHSWWKHSKLORORJLVWV¶LPDJHRIWKHir past out of 
slavish admiration, but actively selected, reaccentuated and asserted features in order 
to promote Indian cultural and intellectual capacities and to claim their own 
leadership. Privileged-caste intellectuals selected among ancient Sanskrit texts, 
gerrymandered a canon and translated them freely into the vernacular in order to show 
that ideas and ideals usually credited to the European Enlightenment were already 
embedded in a much older Hindu tradition (see Figueria 2015 [2002], p. 95). The 
ideological dichotomy of Aryan and Semite that runs throughout Indo-European 
philology, the terms of which, one should note, were actively disputed by important 
Jewish philologists, as well as by early Soviet scholars like Marr, was translated by 
Indian Brahmin intellectuals into a dichotomy of Hindu and Muslim tradition. The 
Brahmins were, of course, custodians of and authorities on matters of what they called 
Hindu tradition, and influential figures like Justice Ranade (1902 [1885], p. 101) 
argued that the British had liberated India from Muslim rule and so laid the basis for 
Indians themselves to regain their past Aryan glories. What was needed, they argued, 
                                                        
10
 It is notable that Ahmed (2018) provides no consideration of the Bengal Renaissance in his 
predominantly Foucauldian discussion of the entanglement of colonialism and philology.  
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ZDVDµ+LQGXSURWHVWDQWLVP¶5Dnade 1902 [1895]) that would cleanse doctrine of the 
accretions of obscurantism perpetuated by a degenerate and self-interested priesthood 
to reveal the enlightened monotheism at the root of the true Aryan heritage. What 
<HOOHFDOOHGµSURWHVWDQWOLWHUDOLVP¶ clearly held an appeal for such intellectuals. 
 
Later generations of high-caste nationalist intellectuals argued that it was the South 
Asian rather than European branch of the Aryan people that had retained the most 
essential features from past Aryan glories. One especially prominent advocate of this 
putative Hindu tradition was Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902) who, armed with a 
physiognomy of the Aryan (Figueira 2015 [2002], p. 135), set out to re-Aryanise 
Europe and the United States by returning to them the Aryan spirituality that they had 
forgotten through their pursuit of technological progress. Such movements gained 
momentum following the defeat of the Russian fleet by the Japan in 1905, which 
placed assumptions of European superiority and invincibility in question. While in 
South Africa Mahatma Gandhi argued against British dominion over India on the 
basis that one group of Aryans should not dominate another (Mani 2005, 192±193), 
while proclaiming common cause with black Africans was impossible (Desai and 
Dahed 2015). The caste that governed for the British thus stated their ideological 
claim to become the ruling class as the independence movement extricated the Indian 
economy from the colonial drain. 
 
In some cases the Aryan element was reconsidered, such as when privileged Indian 
intellectuals seized upon the work of the French Indologist Sylvain Lévi (1929) to 
propose a model of an Indian civilizing mission in South Asia dating back beyond the 
putative Aryan invasion (for overviews see Bayly 2004; Stolte and Fischer-Tiné 
20127KHµ*UHDWHU,QGLD¶LGHDFRQWULEXWHGWRDQXPEHURIvery different ideologies, 
both within and beyond India as intellectuals perceived a valuable resource for the 
pursuit of their own agendas. Hindu suprematists selectively drew upon the idea to 
claim that Hinduism is the original culture rooted in the soil, unlike that of Muslims 
who invaded India, and whose heirs cannot truly be regarded as Indians. The task for 
ideologists of Hindutva was to reconcile the idea of Hinduism as primordial to India 
while lauding the achievements of Aryans who one of WKHPRYHPHQW¶Vcelebrated 
precursors, Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856-1920), held to have originated in more 
temperate or even Arctic climes (Tilak 1903).11 The main ideologist of the movement 
M.S. Golwalkar (1906-1973) managed this by arguing that the North Pole was then 
located in present-day India (Thapar 2008 [1999], 75). Meanwhile, /HYL¶VµJUHDWHU
,QGLD¶LGHDSURYLGHGJULVWIRUthe mill of Russian Indology, which traced the sources 
RIWKHOLYLQJWUDGLWLRQVRI6LEHULDQSHRSOHVDQGVSHFLILFDOO\UHMHFWHGWKHµSKLORORJLVP¶
that dominated most European work in the area.12 It also provided valuable 
FRQILUPDWLRQIRU0DUU¶VFDPSDLJQDJDLnst Indo-European philology in asserting the 
cultural achievements of pre-Aryan peoples. Marr, 2OމGHQEXUJ6KFKHUEDWVNRL
championed Levi becoming a corresponding member of the Russian Academy of 
Sciences LQ2OމGHQEXUJet al 1919).  
 
As Indian intellectuals began to emerge from outside the privileged caste in the late 
nineteenth century a new type of engagement with European philology began to 
emerge. The most important was the Maharashtrian thinker and activist Jotirao Phule 
                                                        
11
 Tilak derived this argument from Boston University President and professor of systematic theology 
William F. Warren (1885). 
12
 See, for instance, Stcherbatsky (1932). 
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(1827-90), who argued that the narratives in the Vedas, that had recently been 
translated and published, should be interpreted in the light of local folk-culture and 
ULWXDO,Q3KXOH¶VZRUN>@, written in the Maharashtrian vernacular in the 
form of philosophical dialogues, the Vedic narratives published by European 
philologists were presented as distorted accounts of the subordination and violent 
conquest of a culturally advanced civilization by a rapacious, invading force. The 
festival of light, divali, centred on the motif of the peasant king Bali, is now revealed 
to be a collective popular memory of a golden age of egalitarianism and plenty 
predating the Aryan invasion.13 3KXOH¶V µDUFKDHRORJLFDO¶DSSURDFKWRFDQRQLcal texts 
made available through philological studies closely resembles that of Marr, for whom 
canonical Christian and other philologically celebrated texts must be explained in the 
light of the dynamics of oral folk and material cultures.14 0RUHRYHU3KXOH¶V 
presentation of the Aryan invasion of India closely resembles that which Marr 
developed about Europe, where the Indo-Europeans subordinated and culturally 
H[SURSULDWHGWKH-DSKHWLWHV0DUU¶VFKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQRIµ,QGR-(XURSHDQLVP¶LVUDWKHU
OLNH3KXOH¶VFKDUDFWHUL]Dtion of brahmanism - a Foucauldian discourse of power-
knowledge.  
 
Half a century later leader of the Dalit movement B.R. Ambedkar, presented Hindu 
nationalism as the bastard offspring of the Aryan-Semite dichotomy at the basis of the 
Indo-European ideology. In a lecture of 1936 he argued the very idea of Hinduism 
was one coined by Moghul invaders and that Hindu identity only transcends that of 
FDVWHµwhen there is a Hindu-Muslim riot¶ (Ambedkar 2014 [1936], 50). The thesis of 
the Aryan invasion rests on the uQZDUUDQWHGDVVXPSWLRQµWKDWWKH,QGR-Germanic 
SHRSOHDUHWKHSXUHVWRIWKHPRGHUQUHSUHVHQWDWLYHVRIWKHRULJLQDO$U\DQUDFH¶ZLWKD
homeland somewhere in Europe and that a structurally similar language in India must 
have come from outside (1990 [1946], 79±80). The fundamental distinction at the 
base of the caste system was, for Ambedkar, cultic rather than racial, and as a result 
the division between ƖU\D and 'ƗVD(pre-Aryan India) should be viewed as one of 
class and ideology rather than race or complexion. Ambedkar concludes that the 
entire Aryan race theory survives only because of the confluence of brahmin and 
European colonial interests, being taken up and pursued by their respective scholars, 
which can be revealed by outlining the ideological assumptions that persist.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The conflation of power and knowledge into an anonymous discourse makes it 
impossible to understand how and why relations between power and knowledge 
change historically. The sheer variety of Indian responses to colonial philology 
illustrates this clearly. Precolonial societies were class societies rather than organic 
wholes, and the colonial enterprise depended on unequal dialogues between specific 
groups from the colonizing and colonized societies, each with its own distinct 
interests and agendas. Forms of collaboration and of opposition were shifting and 
complex, recognition of which is not to depoliticize critical approaches to colonialism 
(Ahmed 2018: 145-46) but, on the contrary, to recognize that politics involves making 
alliances across the boundaries of cultural difference in order to transform the totality 
of social relations.15 Approaches that remain on the terrain of cultural difference and 
                                                        
13
 ,KDYHGLVFXVVHGWKHVLPLODULWLHVZLWK%DNKWLQ¶VLGHDVDERXWFDUQLYDOHOVHZKHUH%UDQGLVW2017). 
14
 For a discussion see Ganalanian (1985). 
15
 For a stimulating discussion of this see Mulhern (1995). 
 14 
posit such notions as the closed discourse of orientalism obscure these crucial 
dimensions. %DNKWLQ¶VVXEWOHKHUmeneutics of engagement may point towards an 
alternative approach, once dialogic engagements are viewed as embedded in, affected 
by and in turn affecting, more general social and historical forces, economic, political 
and military processes. In the case of the colonial and postcolonial world this chiefly 
means the realities of imperialism and how various social forces intersect with that 
drive. It is only from this perspective that the social significance of various positions 
can be ascertained, and this takes us far beyond Bakhtin.  
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